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Abstract

Introduction. Patients with Fibromyalgia (FM), a chronic pain syndrome, seems to display cognitive
bias for the encoding of pain-related information. The present study tested the hypothesis of an
increased attribution of pain to facial expressions of emotions (FEE), in patients with FM. Since
previous studies have shown that alexithymia influences the processing of facial expressions, we
also investigated whether alexithymia, rather than FM per se, influenced the attribution of pain to
FEE.

Methods. One hundred and twenty-three women (41 with FM, 82 healthy controls, HC) were
enrolled in the study. We adopted two pain-attribution tasks, the Emotional Pain Estimation and the
Emotional Pain Ascription, both using a modified version of the Ekman 60 Faces Test.
Psychological distress was assessed using the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale, while
alexithymia was assessed using the Toronto Alexithymia Scale.

Results. Firstly, patients with FM did not show any deficits with respect to HC neither in the
recognition of basic emotion nor in the attribution of pain to FEE.

On the contrary, alexithymic individuals (vs non alexithymic ones) attributed significantly more
pain to angry facial expression (t(121) =-2.56, p <0.012, d = 0.58), in the absence of any specific
deficits in the recognition of basic emotions. What is more, the results of the one-way ANCOVA
indicated a significant effect of alexithymia on the anger scores also after controlling for HADS
total score F (1, 120) =7.57, p = 0.007.

Conclusions. Alexithymia, rather than FM per se, plays a key role in explaining the observed
differences in pain attribution to anger-related facial expressions. In particular, alexithymic
individuals seems to display difficulties in processing others’ emotions only when they are not
provided emotional definitions to make faces meaningful, as in the case of the Emotional Pain
Estimation test.



